ABSTRACT
n an environment where many organizations provide similar product offerings at close price range and media channels face constant clutter, it seems that delivering a high level of customer satisfaction could be an important component of a company's distinctiveness over competitors. This paradigm of customer satisfaction has been known for many years in the developed countries. However, it is still a relatively new concept in Poland. Only some industries slowly discover and acknowledge that managing customer satisfaction is an important part of the processes of quality management and customer relationship management.
There are a number of discussions in marketing literature devoted to the effects of customer satisfaction on business performance. Many managers and decision makers understand the importance of customer satisfaction on business performance, however they find this very difficult to implement in practice. Their main skepticism is based on the assumption that results obtained from the customer satisfaction measurement don't have a place in the financial reports. Therefore, customer satisfaction management is still seen as a cost of conducting marketing research rather than investment in building long term relationships. We summarize some of the literature findings in Table 1 .
One of the first attempts to respond to this criticism was research done by Fornell (1996) , which resulted in designing the American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI), proving a correlation between customer satisfaction and economic results of business organizations in different economic sectors. Lawson and Glowa (2001) stress that customer satisfaction is the key component in building the brand equity, which, in the long run, it will translate into customer loyalty. Close monitoring of changes in the level of consumer satisfaction along with other sources of information could be helpful as a diagnostic tool to identify potential problem areas before they will cause serious complications (Pasquier and Fastnacht, 2001 ). Therefore, customer satisfaction measurement should be viewed not only as an indicator of service quality, but also as a factor that makes an impact on improving business performance. Research conducted by Radhakrishna (2002) provides evidence of the impact of customer satisfaction on business performance in the consulting services sector. Warnock (1992) made similar observations and showed that information about customer satisfaction from the US government agencies indeed improved quality and effectiveness of services provided by these agencies. (Lawson and Glowa 2000) , which could lead to the creation of instant awareness and ease of acceptance of a new product, consequently reducing the costs of attracting new customers (Robertson and Gatignon, 1986) . If managers are able to identify the magnitude of the relationship, they might be able to influence consumer behavior and therefore influence business performance through direct impact on future sales and business profitability. Possible consumer reactions determined by the level of customer satisfaction are presented in Figure 1 .
Gounaris and Stathakopoulos (2001) indicated that consumers with high levels of satisfaction from goods or services: (1) make conscious decisions of long term commitment with the product or service provider; and (2) have a reduction of negative feelings that could lead to a change of service provider. High customer satisfaction has a negative impact on customer complaints (Bolton, 1998; Fornell, 1992; Barlow, Moller, 2001 ); thus, it can reduce costs associated with handling problems with poor quality services, defective products and warranties (Fornell, 1992) . Anderson (1996) suggests that higher customer satisfaction can decrease price elasticity and reduce the There are a number of approaches to define what customer satisfaction is. Zeithaml and Bitner (2000) describe it as "the customer's evaluation of product or service in terms of whether that product or service has met their needs and expectations." This definition is rooted in Oliver's (1980) disconfirmation paradigm, which states that satisfaction is believed to occur through the process of matching the expectations with perceived performance. Schneider (2000) defines satisfaction through its creation process. He suggests that it is the result of the psychological process in which the customer is making a comparison of the perceived level of organization performance to his/her specific standards, known as expectations. For the purpose of this study we use the definition by Woodruff and Gardial (1996) : positive or negative emotional feedback associated with product or service value offered in a specific situation. According to this definition, customer satisfaction is the reaction to a specific product offering or the accumulation of overall experiences associated with a product or company. Considering the travel industry, where the product offering addresses hedonistic needs, we took into consideration
DESIGN OF THE EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION
The objective of the study was to gain an understanding of the manager's knowledge and understanding of the effect of customer satisfaction on business performance, as well as identification of the variables that affect satisfaction with a travel agency. We also investigated the potential non-financial effects of customer satisfaction that in long-term perspective could positively influence business performance. This study has been conducted in the travel agencies sector where the business profitability is highly dependent on the level of customer satisfaction.
The following hypotheses have been formed:
H1:
Low level of knowledge among managers and understanding of the effect of customer satisfaction is the main obstacle in collecting data and utilizing results in the decision-making process.
H2:
Proper identification of core attributes that affect customer satisfaction provides leverage to effectively manage customer satisfaction.
H3:
The higher the level of customer satisfaction the greater non-financial results of travel agencies.
Study Methods
The study consisted of a series of in-depth interviews with managers in travel agencies in one geographic region of Poland, as well as two surveys directed toward employees and customers of the investigated travel agencies. The in-depth interview has been structured with the standardized questionnaire containing 24 questions addressing company activities and actions associated with the measurement of customer satisfaction. Some questions investigated the level of entrepreneurial activity and identification of methods used to track customer satisfaction. In order to fully diagnose investigated topics we surveyed employees and customers of these firms using two standardized questionnaires. One was directed to customers to collect information about the level of satisfaction with purchased services, customers' perception of attributes that form overall satisfaction and intended actions as a consequence of their satisfaction. The second questionnaire has been directed toward travel agents and employees of travel agencies to obtain information about the knowledge of the concept of customer satisfaction and employee's assessment of factors affecting its level.
Because of the specifics of this industry and high failure rate in this sector we established one criterion for inclusion in this study pertaining to the age of the firm, and only firms that have been established for five years or more have been considered. Within these criteria 31 businesses have been identified; 20 businesses initially accepted participation in the study but five of them resigned during the time of the study. Collected data came from 15 firms and have been analyzed. However, data from seven organizations are incomplete; therefore for the final discussion we included eight travel agencies. The results have been discussed in the form of case studies based on information from these companies, which we denoted in this study using the following symbols: I, II, III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII.
We conducted 15 in-depth interviews with managers and collected 48 useful surveys from employed personnel. From the 1500 surveys distributed to the customers of analyzed travel agencies, we collected 527, which gave a 35.13% response rate. In the obtained sample of customers, the gender distribution was as follows: 62% were women and 38% were men. The majority of clients of travel agencies are young people -almost half the respondents (45.7%) were aged from 26 to 35 years. The second largest group was people from 36 to 45 years old -28.5% of respondents. The distribution by age in the other groups was as follows: up to 25 years -17.6%, from 46 to 55 years -7.4% and above 55 years only 0.8%. A characteristic feature of this population was a relatively high level of education -as much as 53.1% of respondents had a college degree, associate degree -14%, high school degree -31.5%, and not having a degree -1.8%.
Among 48 employees that completed the survey, 60.4% were women and 39.6% were men. The dominant group consisted of people between 26 and 35 years old -45.8%. Other age groups were: 27.1% for those 36 -45 years old, and 25% for people 46 to 55 years old. People employed in agencies and tourist offices are mainly highly educated -56.3% college degree, and studying for or possessing an associate degree -43.7%. In the sector of tourism a very important factor is work experience. Employees with years of experience consisted of 56.1% of respondents (33.4% over 6 years in the industry and 22.9% above 10 years). People with short work experience (less than 2 years) comprised 10.4% of respondents, while one third (33.3%) of workers had experience of 2-5 years.
DATA ANALYSIS Attributes Affecting Customer Satisfaction
In the case of satisfaction with a travel agency, the tourist evaluates a full range of goods or services offered by the travel agency and its evolution over time (Moliner, at al. 2007 ). In many publications it is stressed that the focus of the analysis should be on identification of satisfaction level on each of the key attributes of service. In some situations, as given in Shen, at al. (2000), customer satisfaction has been substantially increased even by only a small improvement in quality, but in those attributes that are critical for customers. For other attributes that are not important to them, the changes (even significant) may not produce any effect in improving the level of satisfaction. It is therefore important to identify the attributes that are most relevant to creation of satisfaction among customers. Therefore the customer satisfaction with a travel agency is a result of the relationship between the travel agency and tourists in the form of a construct made up of key components that reflect the overall service (HenningThurau et al., 2002). We made an attempt to determine the attributes and their importance, from the perspective of the customer, as well as travel agents. Comparison of the results allowed us to capture the differences between both groups that could have considerable influence on the level of customer satisfaction.
The in-depth analysis of customers' expectations made it possible to extract the determinants of customer satisfaction. As a first step we evaluated customers' responses in the survey according to the identified elements: the quality of tourist offer (an attractive destination place), price, reputation of organization, quality of service in the office, quality of service during the trip, convenience, safety, reliability, comparison of the delivered service with the advertising message. This analysis was based on a set of factors that have been ranked in priority order using the 1 to 10 scale, from the most important (10 pts.) to the least important factor (1pt.).
Customers agreed that three elements are most important to them: the quality of the offer, described as an attractive destination place (mean: 8.258), safety (mean: 6.567) and price (mean: 6.155) ( Table 2 ). This hierarchy of attributes could be explained by the fact that customers are making decision to use the services of travel agents in situations where they do not want to or cannot organize vacation/travel by themselves. Therefore attractive place or travel package (product offering) is the most important factor that influences the overall satisfaction not only from the services of a travel agency, but also satisfaction from the vacation time. The importance of safety as a factor has increased considerably in recent years due to the uncertain geopolitical situation in the world and terrorism threats. These trends are seen in the global tourism market and travel agencies have a major challenge to assure customers of their safety during the trip. We also observed above average attention to the financial consequences of a purchasing decision as a factor affecting customer satisfaction. Because travel services are not necessities and customers have time constraints associated with vacation time, they tend to shop for value and they are willing to spend the money, provided they can justify the price by the quality of the offer.
The least important attribute indicated by clients of travel agencies was "Comparison of the delivered service with the advertising message" (mean: 4.711). It could suggest that travel agencies are doing a good job creating realistic expectations and the promised service (in most cases) has the same quality level as expected by customers. The impact of factors such as: service quality in the office (4.814) and service quality during the trip (5.732), have been estimated at an average level with the confirmation that quality of the delivered service during vacation (or travel) have much greater impact on the satisfaction level than quality of service in the office. This may also mean that customers are sometimes willing to accept the shortcomings associated with poor customer service, provided that the traveler will get an attractive product at a reasonable price, ensuring a safe vacation time. © 2012 The Clute Institute A similar assessment was conducted among employees of travel agencies. The combined results of this analysis are presented in Table 2 . Employees of the surveyed agencies agreed that the most important factor in shaping customer satisfaction is the quality of service in the office (7.776). In the second place they indicated quality of customer service during the trip (7.429). Both factors have been ranked significantly higher by employees than by customers (confirmed by t-test). The fact that travel agencies strongly emphasize importance of customer service means that they understand the value and importance of face-to-face contact with customers. They recognize the strong link between how they react to the client's feelings, attitudes and emotions, with the overall perception of satisfaction in this industry. These results are consistent with the findings of Reisinger and Waryszaka (1994), where they pointed out that verbal skills and the proper conduct of the seller or the person providing the service are crucial for the emergence of satisfaction for the buyer of a tourism product. The high level of satisfaction with customer service can even lead to compensation for negative feelings related to delivery of low quality service by the suppliers (i.e. transportation, accommodation). A customer who believes in a professional, competent and friendly service is more inclined and encouraged to visit a destination suggested by the travel agent. This is a very important element, which should always be remembered, as the activities of travel agencies refer to the provision of satisfaction associated with a highly valuable time for customers -vacation.
Employees' perception of the offer quality, safety and price attribute (means: 6.367; 5.796; 6.49 respectively) have been ranked differently in terms of impact on customer satisfaction. These factors have been indicated by customers as the most important, so it is interesting that we observed large gaps within the results from both groups. The significant differences have been reported in the variable of the "offer quality," where employees did not perceive this as a critical factor affecting customer satisfaction. While it still has been ranked at the above average level, it could confirm that travel agents are more focused on the quality of customer service (in the office: 7.776 and during the trip: 7.429). This is a component that they can control, and they can respond immediately to the customer expectation, whereas the product offering is something that many times they do not have control over. The only aspect of product offering they feel responsible for is presentation of the offer and response to potential questions and concerns. Therefore, they do not see a strong connection between the level of satisfaction and the quality of the offer.
From the other factors ranked highly by customers we did not observe a significant difference in the role of price, but we noticed a statistical difference in perception of safety as an attribute affecting customer satisfaction. It had a lower importance to employees than to customers. This should raise a concern to travel agents that they should be open to discussions about safety concerns and look at this as a potential area of negative impact on the customers' interests in traveling.
Another area that we noticed a significant difference between these two groups of responders was the perception of effects of advertising on customer satisfaction. Employees of travel agencies placed lower importance on the role of "comparison of the delivered service with the advertising message" (mean: 3.531). This is the area where travel agents should look at their role in the process of creating expectations. Customer expectation level is very often influenced by messages included in advertising materials. Many times the message and the medium can form unrealistic expectations. Comparison of the advertising message with obtained service during vacation/travel can cause not only lack of satisfaction but even dissatisfaction. Travel agents should not ignore their role in this process because by managing customer expectations they can clarify some of the information that customers obtained from advertising and therefore eliminate potential areas of dissatisfaction.
As obtained results suggest, there are important gaps between the assessments of each attribute that affect customer satisfaction between employees of travel agencies and customers. The fact that customers continue to pay attention to factors such as type of the offer, safety or price, could suggest that operating in this market, travel agents differ in the degree of perceiving satisfaction as a result of fulfillment of these needs. These findings also suggest that these elements could potentially become the basis for the diversification of tourist offers targeted to different groups of customers. A situation in which customers do not see an important connection (indicated in the literature of the subject) between the level of customer service and satisfaction could indicate that based on past experience, customers have not faced situations that could negatively influence their feelings and expectations with this aspect of service.
In order to complete the analysis of determinants that affect customer satisfaction and to confirm the actual level of satisfaction on each of these attributes, we asked customers to rank their level of satisfaction with each distinguished attribute on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 meant: "not satisfied at all" and 5 meant: "very satisfied. " By computing reported values with earlier established means of attribute importance we obtained "adjusted" levels of customer satisfaction. This analysis points out the areas where travel agencies need to actually improve, because it clearly indicates not only how satisfied customers are by each attribute, but also their perception of the importance of these attributes in overall satisfaction. By improving satisfaction in only critical components, travel agencies could quickly increase overall satisfaction with their service, according to practitioner's rule 80/20.
In order to identify the critical areas that investigated companies should improve, we decided to introduce and calculate the "Index of Attributes" (IA) for both groups (customers and employees). We calculated this by multiplying the arithmetic means of attributes evaluation, ranked by degree of importance (from 1 to 10; where: 1-lowest importance and 10 -highest importance) and the averages of the level of satisfaction from each attribute (ranked on a scale from 1 to 5; where: 1 represents very low satisfaction, and 5 is the highest), and then treated as individually assigned weights of importance. In the case of customers we asked them about their actual level of customer satisfaction based on their experience with the travel agency. On the other hand we asked employees about their perception of how customers are evaluating satisfaction with services obtained by the travel agency they represent. Given the possibility of obtaining a maximum of 275 points, we obtained the results presented in Table 3 . The sum of individual indexes of each attribute (IA) represented the overall customer satisfaction from services delivered by the travel agency.
The results indicate critical areas that managers in travel agencies should focus their attention on in order to better respond to customers' expectations. In this study customers indicated a higher level of satisfaction from the services in this sector (79.66%) compared with employees perception of customer satisfaction (75.52%). This could suggest that employees realistically evaluate their work. This analysis indicates that managers of travel agencies should focus attention on attributes that employees ranked lower than customers, because these are the areas that are underestimated by employees. In this case these are: "the quality of the offer," "safety," "convenience," "comparison of the delivered service with the advertising message" and "reputation of organization." These findings are consistent with previous conclusions that employees of travel agencies did not pay enough attention to these areas and do not clearly understand their importance to customers. Interestingly, calculating the Index of Attributes of the "convenience" factor we noticed higher importance of this factor to customers, whereas when asked directly about its importance, customers evaluated it at an average level (mean: 4.969), which also was not significantly different from the employees' opinions. This means that customers place more weight on "convenience" in the overall satisfaction, but they are not fully aware of its importance to them. © 2012 The Clute Institute 
Customer Satisfaction Knowledge Assessment
Analysis of obtained data allowed us to specify the linkages and benefits of monitoring customer satisfaction in this industry. We made an attempt to analyze the level of satisfaction and business performance of investigated organizations. Due to some difficulties for managers and employees in defining the issue of satisfaction (and a certain abstraction of the concept), the collected responses indicated a lack of understanding of the direct relationship between the level of customer satisfaction and business performance in analyzed travel agencies. However, we were able to identify this relationship based on economic and non-economic effects that resulted from delivered high levels of satisfaction. The actual effects and tendencies from a certain level of satisfaction were observed by analyzing customers, employees and managers responses. A synthetic approach to the satisfaction surveys and results of the interviews are available from the author. These results present a summary of case studies for organizations (coded with symbols from I to VIII) from which we were able to collect a complete set of data.
In order to determine the managers' understanding of the investigated topic we asked managers if they are conducting measurements of customer satisfaction and what type of methods and techniques they apply. We verified their declaration with the results gathered from employees' surveys. Follow up questions about methods used to collect this information helped us to initially verify their statements. These questions also helped us recognize managers' perception of methods that can be used to track levels of customer satisfaction.
Detailed analysis of eight organizations revealed that the companies generally do not apply the measurements of satisfaction. Only the entities marked as III, IV and V conducted customer satisfaction measurements. The measurements took place mostly within the periodic market studies, most often in the form of conducting surveys and analysis of complaints. Travel agencies marked III and IV used a more sophisticated approach of implementing a mystery shopping technique and analysis of reports of first contact employees' (V). Specifically designed as a method for tracking customer satisfaction levels, mystery shopping was used by the organizations that operated as a franchise. Therefore, we could observe the impact of training and knowledge transfer from the parent company down to the operational level. It is worth mentioning that among three companies that have conducted measurements of customer satisfaction, only one travel agency (V) reported that they are seeing clear benefits of these measurements and a direct relationship with business performance. This is a good indicator that managers are seeing the possibility of using existing methods to assess customer satisfaction. However, it can suggest that managers are not prepared to utilize specially designed methods to track this trend. Moreover, many managers still do not believe in the benefits of conducting this type of analysis. The remaining organizations (I, II, VI, VII and VIII) declared that they also conduct market research, using analyses of warranty claims and complaints and monitoring sales levels. However managers didn't connect these activities with customer satisfaction measurements. Based on these responses we could conclude that the level of understanding and managers' knowledge of the problems of customer satisfaction is relatively low. We confirmed our findings through analysis of the employees' survey. We asked questions about the reasons for not measuring customer satisfaction. Half of the surveyed employees (50%) of travel agencies identified as a main problem insufficient knowledge of this issue. Employees did not blame managers for this state (only 2% indicated this as a problem), which is a positive message; however it also illustrates the lack of interest in tracking customer satisfaction. The reason for this situation could be explained by the other factor -too much focus on day-to-day operations (100% answers) as well as not enough time for proper customer relationship management (29%). Lack of financial resources has been identified as a barrier by only 4% of respondents. This situation indicates that in the eyes of employees, management is open to innovative approaches, and it would be possible in the future to secure financial support for developing tools for tracking customer satisfaction. Conditionally, there would be enough motivation to pursue this in the future.
We asked employees of these travel agencies about the importance of measuring satisfaction and its implication for future development of the organization. In all cases respondents indicated high importance. Some employees even stated that customer satisfaction "can play a key role" in shaping future directions. However, by comparing the stated opinions with managers' actions and methods implemented by organizations, we observe that so far these intentions are remaining in the declared state and are not implemented in life. This is confirmed by the overwhelming responses that high accumulations of daily tasks and responsibilities, as well as lack of knowledge about the concept of customer satisfaction, have been seen as the main barriers that prevent developments in this area. Consequently, lack of time to perform extra assignments has adversely affected elimination of the other obstacle -lack of knowledge. It means that in investigated organizations these problems are ignored and there are no signs of actions and activities aimed at improving this situation. We also could not see managers' effort to solve this problem, because they are not interested in obtaining information about this situation.
We made an attempt to identify the opinions about possible benefits of the measurements and the effects of a high level of satisfaction. Collected answers clearly indicate that employees are considering a possible relationship between customer satisfaction and the results of business activity, in both financial and non-financial outcomes. The responses of the staff of all (except one -III) agencies indicated that the most important direct benefit is the improvement of a tourism offer that better responds to customer expectations. Three enterprises (II, III, VI) indicated that by improving customer satisfaction they could improve operations and management processes across the business organization. Obtained results imply the importance of customer satisfaction measurements as a source of information about areas that should be improved (III, VII, VIII), as well as a credible source of market information (V, VI). The other effects of providing customer satisfaction could be the ability to build a positive corporate image and increase sales levels. Some organizations (II, III, IV, VIII) pointed out the impact of customer satisfaction on the increase in customer loyalty, and reductions of complaint behavior (I, II, III, VIII). Enterprise (IV) indicated that this could potentially result in a reduction of operating costs.
Although we conducted independent measurements of customer satisfaction, we asked managers of investigated organizations about their perception of how satisfied their customers are. This allowed us to determine the managers' knowledge of the issue of customer satisfaction. We asked a question about identification of factors influencing the reduction in perceived levels of satisfaction. The similar responses to these questions among all travel agencies suggest that managers in these companies apply soft criteria to self-evaluation (all reported high levels of customer satisfaction) and do not admit to having a significant number of dissatisfied customers. Among factors reducing the level of satisfaction they pointed out service guarantees (during actual travel or vacation), activities performed in a timely manner (all except IV), unmet customer expectations (all except I and VII), and improper handling of complaints and reported problems (II, III and VII).
Based on collected data from customers we were able to calculate the level of customer satisfaction for each analyzed company. Only three companies achieved a level of satisfaction that could be described as high, ranging from 79 to 82% (I, V, VIII). The remaining travel agencies have been evaluated at levels from 67% to 74%. Among travel agencies that scored highest, more than 50% of customers were very satisfied with services. Two of these travel agencies (I and VIII) had only 1% of customers slightly dissatisfied and no customer that expressed a stronger negative opinion than this. Other companies had customers that have been very or highly dissatisfied -up to 5%. Some companies could probably score higher on the overall scale of customer satisfaction; however customers had problems evaluating their service. For example: organization IV had a significant portion of customers who © 2012 The Clute Institute were unable to provide evaluations (up to 43%), but they still have satisfied customers (combined -38%, overall satisfaction -74%). This could suggest that customers were probably satisfied with one attribute of the travel agency's services but were greatly dissatisfied with another one consequently creating mixed emotions and making it difficult to provide a straightforward evaluation. This type of situation highlights the shortcomings of implementing only one method of tracking customer satisfaction. In order to further investigate the causes of potential problems with customer satisfaction levels, we can study customer behavior by using the critical incidents technique. This approach makes it possible to identify critical areas of business operations because it focuses on the most memorable events (both positive and negative) associated with obtained services. In most cases the negative situations that made the greatest impressions were connected primarily with the experience of transportation (bus, air, problems with connections). This is problematic for travel agencies because these organizations do not provide actual transportation but only make arrangements with actual service providers; therefore they do not have direct control over the quality of transportation. However, travel agencies can identify which subsidiary does not provide quality service and discontinue their service. This action could lead to improvement of the image of the travel agency in the future. It should be remembered that customers purchasing a tourism product perceive this completely as a good purchased from a travel agent (tourism package) and do not see this as a sum of individual services from "sub-contractors." For that reason, a faulty or low quality component of the "tourism package" delivered by a subsidiary can cause deterioration of the level of customer satisfaction for a travel agency and reflect on the overall corporate image.
Positive situations that have been memorized occurred mostly during the vacation or travel and were associated with the customer service delivered by tour guides, residents, hotel staff, etc., as well as the attractiveness of the tourist destination itself. Strengthening these types of situations and events could be a relatively easy way to build a strong, positive message to customers, and therefore improve customer satisfaction.
Effects of Customer Satisfaction
Achievement of high levels of customer satisfaction is a goal that should result in modification of customer behavior in terms of increasing the propensity of repeat purchases, that: (1) improve overall sales level (Harting, 1998; Bolton, et al. 2000) ; (2) increase in customer loyalty (Fornell, 1992; Bolton, 1998; Morgan, et al. 2000) ; and (3) positively affect recommendations to others (Fornell, 1992 
Customer Recommendations
Customers of companies that provide services at above average levels are more prone to express positive opinions about these businesses than to criticize or remain indifferent. For the travel agency (I) with the highest rate of customer satisfaction -82%, we observed the highest propensity to transmit positive feedback (word-of-mouth) -mean value of 5.99 (on the scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means "not at all," and 7 -"definitely") and one of the lowest propensities to convey negative comments -2.13 points. For the second company (V) with the highest level of customer satisfaction (82%) the corresponding values were as follows: 5.32 -positive feedback and 2.97 -negative feedback. Similar tendencies have been observed for the travel agency (VIII) that also reported high levels of customer satisfaction (79%) positive word-of-mouth effect -5.38 points and 2.87 negative word-of-mouth effect. Confirmation of this tendency is the situation observed in the travel agency (III) with the lowest value of the analyzed indicator of customer satisfaction -67%, where we observed a much stronger tendency to express negative opinions (mean -3.61; highest among analyzed organizations) and lack of motivation to express positive messages (average 4.45; the lowest reported). The consequence of the existence of a positive word-of-mouth effect is the potential to acquire new customers by positive recommendation from satisfied customers. Customers' recommendations to friends, family members and other people they interact with, become free and credible advertising of this business, which could greatly benefit the company.
A strong correlation between satisfaction and customer loyalty, as identified in the literature (McDougall, Levesque 2000), has found confirmation in this study. Indeed, customers that have been highly satisfied with a travel agency expressed a greater tendency to make declarations of repeat purchases or long-term commitment. We attribute this to two main reasons. First, the satisfied customers want to minimize the risk of failure in the future, because the vacation time cannot be restored if there is a problem with quality of obtained service. Therefore, they would return to the travel agency, which provided great quality and assurance of service. Customers are aware that they can still choose a variety of services (travel packages, different destinations, etc.) by using the services of one chosen travel agency. Second, returning to the known company that in the past accurately recognized and satisfied their needs can reduce the risk of a wrong choice, because tourists many times are not fully aware of their needs or have difficulty expressing them. As described by the study of tourism services (Kobylanski and Kaliszewicz, 2003) we should consider loyalty in reference only to the travel agency itself, and not the tourism product. Only occasionally would tourists who use specialized intermediaries like travel agencies (even if they are very satisfied) be shopping for the same travel package. Repeated contact with the company will most likely be motivated by a need to buy a different tourism product. Thus for customers, being highly satisfied with the first offer they used becomes a kind of "guarantee" of a high level of service in the future.
For the first travel agency (I; IA = 82%), the customers' declaration of willingness to conduct repeat purchases at a seven-point scale (1 means "low" and 7 represents "high") was 5.57, and the value most often indicated (model) was 7. An almost identical relationship has been observed for the enterprise V (IA = 82%) where the average value was a little bit higher -5.76, and reported value of the model was also 7. A less visible tendency has been observed in travel agency VIII (IA = 79%) -average 5.14, and value of model -5. These results indicate a higher propensity to become a loyal customer for travel agencies that provide a higher level of customer satisfaction. We observed that the lower the level of satisfaction, the more customers are looking for other service providers. Among the remaining organizations (II, III, IV, VI, and VII) the declarations of loyalty behavior range from 4.5 to 4.95 (model between 4 and 6) that characterize situations of low motivation to articulate a clear declaration. We have confirmed obtained results by analyzing the structure of customers, in terms of frequency of contact with the investigated travel agencies. Among customers of travel agencies I, V and VIII we observed a significant portion of loyal customers (32.3%, 77.8%, 21.8% respectively), while for travel agencies with lower levels of satisfaction the group of loyal customers varied from 12.5% to 23.3%. We found our results conclusive with previous studies that indicated the customer's satisfaction with the performance of the supplier; trust in this supplier and the perceived commitment to the supplier are the key variables underlying relationship quality and thus loyalty (Baker et al., 1999; Garbarino and Johnson, 1999; Smith, 1998) .
CONCLUSIONS
Conducting measurements of customer satisfaction in Polish companies is still not widely recognized as a valuable tool to improve business performance. This should be considered as an important practice in the travel agencies sector where interactions with customers are the main component in the process of satisfying customer needs. Based on the literature discussion and our findings, we were able to verify the stated hypothesis and provide some conclusions. As expected, we found that only 26.7% of investigated travel agencies performed measurements of the level of customer satisfaction. Identified methods most often were implemented as a part of standard market research, and only in two cases did organizations utilize specially-designed methods of customer satisfaction evaluation (mystery shopping). Other companies, despite indications of conducting various marketing research methods (analysis of complaints, monitoring sales levels, customer surveys, etc.) were not making any connection between collected information and the level of customer satisfaction. The investigation of potential reasons for this state has lead us to positive verification of the Hypothesis I. Observed difficulties in defining the concept of customer satisfaction and the minimal use of explicit methods for measuring customer satisfaction (caused by low business manager awareness about of this issue) have been the main barriers to implementation of measurements of satisfaction. We did not observe any efforts and activities aimed at improving this situation. Managers' lack of commitment and awareness of customer satisfaction have been confirmed to be the difference in the perception of customer satisfaction and the actual level that has been calculated during this study. Moreover, we found that the concept of customer satisfaction is unknown to most employees of investigated travel agencies. A high volume of daily tasks and responsibilities is the main reason indicated for the situation. This can suggest that there is the © 2012 The Clute Institute potential to search for information on this subject, but it is inhibited by the lack of time.
A comprehensive assessment of the attributes of the services provided by the travel agencies revealed that the main determinants of satisfaction in this market are price and quality of the offer. Both customers and travel agents assessed attributes of price similarly. However, there were significant differences between the two groups in perception of the impact on satisfaction in the following attributes: "quality of the offer," "quality of service in the office," "quality of customer service during the trip," "safety" and "advertising" effect. By identification and improvements in only critical-to-customer components, travel agencies could quickly leverage overall satisfaction, and be more efficient in responding to customer needs (positive verification of Hypothesis II).
Conducted studies allowed us to positively verify Hypothesis III. Using a mostly qualitative approach, we recognized the positive impact of customer satisfaction on non-financial results, thus showing potential for improving business performance.
First, a high level of customer satisfaction has an impact on the propensity to provide greater positive and lower negative opinions about the company. Secondly, we observed the influence of high satisfaction on customer loyalty. We also noticed that employees themselves could see the potential benefits of conducting measurements of customer satisfaction, which could result in improvement of the tourist product offering, identification of problematic areas and improvement of the overall business performance.
IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
We believe that our findings could greatly benefit companies in the travel agencies sector.
